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Diversity of Learning


Module no:  M6X02187


Reflect critically on the effectiveness of your teaching strategies, and people management, and how the learning experiences planned for the class are differentiated to take account of the profiled pupil. Reference theories and concepts that have influenced your approach. 

Case Study - Kora

This is a case study of an eighteen year old female pupil with a dual diagnosis of Autistic Spectrum Disorder and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). She has a medical diagnosis of Saethre-Chotzen syndrome; a condition which is characterised by the premature fusion of certain skull bones and affects hearing and vision. She also has esotropia which affects her right eye. She has had an operation on her eye, but although improved, she continues to have problems with watery and sticky eyes. 

I will refer to the pupil as Kora for the purpose of anonymity. I will consider her learning styles and reflect upon how her Additional Learning Needs present themselves. The consequential impact that these aspects have on her learning and development will also be considered. Kora’s educational priorities will also be considered whilst reflecting critically on the effectiveness of the teaching strategies that are used. Kora has a Statement of Special Educational Needs which stipulates that her educational needs will be met in a Special School catering for pupils with complex, severe, profound and multiple learning difficulties. It also states that Kora will receive a broad, balanced curriculum with work and activities carefully structured and differentiated to match her levels of interest and ability.

Kora is educated in a special school where the curriculum reflects the individual and holistic needs of every pupil. The key priority at this school is to “ensure that all pupils, irrespective of their abilities and needs make progress and have access to exiting and stimulating learning experiences” (Trinity Fields, 2018). Effective teaching and learning takes many forms and in a school where pupils don’t typically follow the developmental norms, a wide variety of teaching approaches are used. Neuroscience has contributed to professional understanding by investigating how children with specific learning needs develop fundamental components of learning. If we better understand the difficulties that learner’s face we can “significantly inform the design of interventions and teaching strategies” (Tibke, 2019, p11).

Kora follows a bespoke curriculum which addresses her diverse needs and educational priorities. There are many core characteristics which learners with ASD share. “ASD is a broad continuum of functioning levels with similar core characteristics of social communication difficulties and repetitive interests” (Mesibov and Howley, 2016, p1). Kora’s unique characteristics and learning styles mean that traditional teaching approaches and curriculum delivery may not be in her best interests; it is essential that we understand and accommodate her individual differences. The physical environment is conducive to Kora’s learning; in order for her to remain calm in school and perform at a level that would be expected, it is essential that she has a workstation with clear visual and physical boundaries. As long as the area of the classroom in which Kora works remains unchanged, she is content and shows little interest in the physical layout of the rest of the classroom. The positioning of her workstation was initially determined by the location of the internet connection which is on the periphery of the classroom; disruption to her internet access can cause outbursts of volatile behaviour. Kora sits with her back to the rest of the class; this minimises distractions and allows her to work effectively. She wears headphones which also helps to block out distractions. Most learners with ASD require a schedule which provides predictability and clarity however, due to Kora’s obsession with control; she dictates her own schedule and does not use a visual structure for this. On arrival at school, Kora will have already determined what her project will be for the day. Traditional management techniques such as structure, routines and rewards that can work for pupils with other autism profiles are generally ineffective with Kora. “The strategies that tend to be successful for many children on the autism spectrum may need considerable adaptations for a child with Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA), where an entirely different emphasis is often required” (PDA Society, 2019). PDA is not listed on Kora’s Statement of Special Educational Needs but is considered to be a sub-type of Autism Spectrum Disorder. There are no absolute or clear guidelines to working with Kora; a strategy or approach that works one day may not work the next; adapting the teaching style to Kora’s capacity to learn at a given time provides an opportunity to re-engage her in learning. 

Kora is compelled to avoid everyday demands and expectations to an extreme extent. “Pathological demand avoidance (PDA) is increasingly, but not universally, accepted as a behaviour profile that is seen in some individuals on the autism spectrum” (National Autism Trust, 2007). Kora’s demand avoidant behaviour is deep-rooted with an anxiety-based need to be in control. She can be very controlling and dominating, especially when she feels anxious. However, she can also be enigmatic and charming when she feels content and secure. Avoidance seems to be Kora’s greatest social and cognitive skill and the strategies that she uses are intentional. She is a highly skilled negotiator and will often attempt to distract the person making the demand. Kora will also use her ‘fantasy world’ as a means of withdrawing from the situation that she is finding difficult. When Kora’s usual strategies haven’t worked or when she is highly anxious, she is more likely to have outbursts of explosive behaviour. This behaviour can include shouting or physically lashing out. Using more complex language and giving clear explanations helps Kora to feel that she has an opportunity to negotiate. She has a great sense of humour which can also be helpful and be used to coax and cajole her. Throughout the day, staff use their understanding of Kora to judge whether or not she can cope with demands and expectations. Building up an intimate knowledge of Kora is vitally important; staff need to know when they can pursue a task and when it is necessary to reduce demands and pressure. As Kora builds trust in the staff who work with her, she becomes more confident in their ability to adapt accordingly. 

Kora’s bespoke curriculum allows her to focus on her interests. John Dewey (1859-1952) believed that the curriculum needs to be developed from a child’s interests. His theory suggests that “the child’s own instinct and powers furnish the material and give the starting point for education” (Pound, 2008, p21). During the school day, Kora spends all of her time at her computer station working on her personal projects. Kora will not conform to the structure of the class day and has an overwhelming need to control and dominate everything that goes on around her. Kora spends a significant amount of time focussing on fictional characters from her favourite American animated television series; she will also use these character’s personas to speak in the third person when she finds situations difficult or challenging. Kora’s fascination with these animated characters is pursued to an obsessive degree; this is very characteristic of people with all autism profiles. However, “Elizabeth Newson noted that the demand avoidant behaviour itself usually has an obsessive feel” (National Autistic Society, 2018). Kora prefers adult conversation in the classroom and occasionally attempts to engage with other pupils; she is confident and animated when presenting her ideas to the rest of the class or during assembly and enjoys having a captive audience. In a study into Pathological Demand Avoidance Syndrome (PDA) carried out between 1975 and 2000, it was found that “32% of the cohort was at their most animated, comfortable or competent when in role and 34% of the sample confused reality and pretending” (Newson, E. 2003, p598). 

When Kora is working on her personal projects, she is content and happy. Her personal projects include the planning of school trips to various international destinations or theme parks and whole school events; these never come to fruition and tend to come to a natural conclusion. Most often, Kora will begin planning a new event based on a different theme and so the previous one is forgotten. Occasionally, Kora expects the trip that she has planned to take place; staff who work with her need to use techniques such as passing over responsibility (such as a health and safety concern), de-personalising the situation through the use of imaginary characters and giving choices that allow her a feeling of autonomy. Occasionally, these situations can lead to Kora becoming distressed which is why highly personalised management strategies and familiar staff are so important in order to foster calmness and support Kora in processing and managing her emotions. John Bowlby (1907-1990) developed his theory of attachment which argues that a child relies on an attachment figure at times when they feel frightened or anxious. As detailed in her Individual Behaviour Plan, if Kora becomes anxious or distressed, a member of staff who has an intimate knowledge of her needs and behaviours must be asked to support. Having formed strong relationships with key members of staff, Kora subsequently has a sense of stability and security during times of distress; this is necessary in order for her to develop. Mary Ainsworth also conducted research into attachment. She discovered the existence of ‘attachment behaviour’ which “manifested for the purpose of creating attachment during times when a child feels confused or stressed” (Psychologist World, 2019). When Kora is distressed or upset, she will exhibit particular behaviours that are effective in attracting the attention of staff; this is a keen example of attachment behaviour.

Kora may spend weeks planning one of her events. She will write extensive lists, itineraries and letters. Kora frequently asks a member of staff to read out aloud the piece of writing that she is working on. As she listens to what is being read, she will edit her work where she sees errors in punctuation and grammar but she writes in a very distinctive style and rarely accepts suggestions about how her written work could be modified. Kora can be resistant to teaching, she “brings order and meaning to her learning by developing routines that may give rise to irrational and sometimes maladaptive behaviour” (Bates, 2019, p80). Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance would support the view that Kora’s strong convictions would make it difficult for her to change the way that she does things even when presented with a rational suggestion. Staff attempt to empower Kora by giving her more flexibility with her curriculum choices and where possible, allow her to feel in control. 

Attempts to encourage Kora to participate in teacher-directed tasks will often be rejected. Demands on Kora can lead to high levels of anxiety and outbursts of aggressive behaviour, even when reward systems for compliance have been implemented. The basic premise of behaviourism assumes that the teacher is in control and provides clear direction; however, this autocratic approach fails to accommodate Kora’s independent and controlling nature. Operant learning strategies, based on Pavlov’s principle of classical conditioning have been developed with the aim of increasing communication and social interaction in learners with Autistic Spectrum Disorders by means of providing reinforcement however, the effectiveness of these strategies is varied and may depend on antecedent conditions, skills development and individual deficits. “Reinforcement learning relies on neurocircuitry that has been reported to be atypical in ASD” (ncbi, 2014). Based on Kora’s ASD profile, firm boundaries and the use of rewards, consequences and praise have shown to have little effect in modifying her behaviour, whereas, the use of negotiation, collaboration and flexibility allows Kora to maintain positive relationships with those who work with her whilst reaching an agreement which she sees as equitable and fair.

Kora is developing her skill of compromising but can become easily agitated and attempt to ‘argue her point’ to get her own way. Kora will call staff names or accuse them of being a ‘bully’ if she is unable to do what she wants. When other pupils are in need of encouragement or support, Kora will often view this as staff members ‘bullying’ the pupil. She does not always understand the impact of some of the words that she uses; a risk assessment has been written because Kora will occasionally make accusations about her parents and members of staff. School staff continue to reinforce the concept of fact or fiction with Kora; this strategy has proved quite effective and encourages Kora to consider the words that she has used and either retract or rephrase what she has said. Kora’s Thrive assessment has identified that her key area for development is based on her ability to distinguish between ‘Reality and Fantasy’. Children with ASD are known to struggle with the distinction between fiction and reality because “it requires high-level processes including executive functions and imagination, both of which are impaired in autism spectrum disorder” (Ferguson, 2019, p95).

Kora has benefitted from individual Thrive sessions with a trained practitioner and developmental experiences which have helped her to develop a positive sense of self and an understanding and respect for herself and others. Staff continue to help Kora in managing stressful situations without escaping into fantasy. When Kora is distressed she finds it difficult to notice the impact of her behaviour on others and then choose appropriate actions. Kora is encouraged to use techniques to stop her obsessive thinking and in times of distress, take responsibility rather than blame or accuse others. Kora has shown that she can reflect on her behaviour when it is unacceptable and will occasionally change her way of thinking with appropriate support and clear structures for managing her behaviour. 

The Curriculum for Wales 2020 has been designed for learners aged 3-16 however; Kora is still entitled to access a broad and relevant curriculum which meets her needs. Knowles (1913-1997) argued that most adult learners want to be in control of their learning. Knowles maintained that “as an individual matures, the motivation to learn is driven more by internal motivators” (Bates, 2019, p62). Allowing Kora to choose the content and style of learning ensures that there is more equality between the teacher and herself. Most days, there is a collaborative discussion between Kora and her teacher about the projects that she is working on. The humanist approach is “based on the belief that the individual is self-determining; free to make their own choices” (Bates, 2019, p59). Rogers (1902-1987) advocated for the teacher’s role to be one of a facilitator; allowing learners to arrive at their own solution. Having a good understanding of Kora’s characteristics and behaviours allows her teacher to take on the role of a facilitator and be a flexible resource that she can utilise throughout the day. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Learning Pathways 14-19 Guidance provides a structure for “extending choice and flexibility; securing individually tailored learning pathways that meet learners’ needs; and providing richer opportunities and experiences that will help learners develop the wider skills they need for life and work” (Govwales, 2006). Kora’s educational needs and prioritise have evolved over time; providing a curriculum which is appropriate will enable her to make meaningful progress. Teaching staff collate the work that Kora produces in order to evidence and assess a range of accredited programmes; these also showcase Kora’s skills and digital competence. Kora makes choices about the curriculum that she follows based on her interests, abilities and learning styles. Providing such a bespoke curriculum for Kora enables her to develop a range of skills however, she can become overwhelmed when encouraged to think about the prospect of change, or learning skills that will support her in adult life. She continues to need help and support in overcoming barriers to learning in order to develop the skills that she will need for her future. Whilst Kora’s needs are placed at the centre of any decision making process, there are times when both parents and professionals need to advocate for her. The annual review process is an opportunity for everyone involved in Kora’s life to consider all aspects of her life and in particular, her transition from school in to adulthood. 
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